Abstract. Adult great spotted cuckoos, Clamator glandarius, damage the eggs of their magpie, Pica pica, host without removing or eating them. The number of damaged magpie eggs was recorded in 360 parasitized nests of which 62.2% contained between one and eight damaged magpie eggs. Eggdestroying behaviour may be adaptive if it reduces nestling competition and/or enhances the hatching success of the cuckoo. To clarify the role of egg destruction for the reproductive success of great spotted cuckoos, unparasitized magpie nests were experimentally parasitized (without egg damage) by introducing cuckoo eggs or chicks. Egg damage was common in parasitized nests but the eggs were not damaged by the hosts. Egg damage increased the breeding success of the cuckoos, by both reducing the number of competing host chicks in the nest and increasing the likelihood that late-laid cuckoo eggs would hatch.
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Avian brood parasites lay eggs in the nests of other birds. Many of them remove or damage at least one host egg; the female parasite usually does this shortly before she lays her own egg (Friedman 1968; Payne 1977; Sealy 1992) . Removal or destruction of a host egg has been reported in the European cuckoo, Cuculus canorus (Gärtner 1981; Wyllie 1981; Davies & Brooke 1988) and in almost all other species of the genera Cuculus (Friedman 1968; Jensen & Clinning 1974; Moksnes & Røskaft 1987; Brooker & Brooker 1989a) , Chrysococcyx (Jensen & Clinning 1974; Gill 1983; Brooker et al. 1988; Brooker & Brooker 1989b) and Clamator (Mountfort & FergusonLees 1961; Valverde 1971; Soler 1990) , as well as in less well known cuckoos such as Eudynamis and Scythrops (Brooker & Brooker 1989a) . Similarly, cowbirds, Molothrus spp. (Mason 1980; Carter 1986; Wolf 1987; Sealy 1992) and most species of honey guides, Indicatoridae, cuckoo-weavers, Anomalospiza, and widow-birds, Viduinae, also remove host eggs during parasitic laying (Friedman 1960; Lack 1968) .
Brood-parasitic females can damage, remove or eat host eggs. It is usually inferred that the parasite removes a host egg at laying because parasitized nests contain significantly fewer eggs than unparasitized nests (e.g. Post & Wiley 1977; Zimmerman 1983; Brooker & Brooker 1989a) , and that the host egg is eaten by the parasite (Hoy & Ottow 1964; Scott et al. 1992) . However, as has been shown previously (Soler 1990 ), a significantly smaller clutch in parasitized than unparasitized nests may result from the removal of damaged eggs by the host, given that many birds eject their own cracked eggs (Kemal & Rothstein 1988; Soler 1990) .
The great spotted cuckoo, Clamator glandarius, is an obligate brood parasite, which parasitizes mainly magpies, Pica pica, in Europe, the carrion crow, Corvus corone, being its secondary host (Cramp 1985) . Nestlings of the great spotted cuckoo do not eject the eggs or young of the host, but the eggs generally hatch several days before the magpie's eggs, and magpie chicks frequently starve in competition for food with the larger cuckoo chick (Cramp 1985; Soler 1990; Soler & Soler 1991) . Mountford & Ferguson-Lees (1961) showed that great spotted cuckoo females remove one or two host eggs at laying. However, in other studies, egg removal was never observed, although damaged eggs in parasitized nests were frequent (Valverde 1971; Soler 1990 
